Abstract
Introduction
Can the effectiveness of leadership development programs upon the leadership skills of community leaders in rural communities be measured? If so, the implications of such measurements could have far reaching impact upon leadership programs undertaken by Extension agents in rural areas in the United States and in countries throughout the world. The authors assumed that measurements of the validity and impact of such programs are possible and undertook to develop and test an instrument for that purpose. As an initial step in the development of such an instrument, two groups of self-identified leaders in 12 rural counties in northeastern North Carolina in which agribusiness predominates were interviewed. This article discusses those interviews and the implications of the information gleaned from them upon the development of an instrument based upon Kouzes and Posner's framework (2007) .
The Need for an Assessment Instrument
The current perception that leadership development programs are important to communities in both the United States and internationally is well established (Hustedde & Woodward, 1996; Ricketts & Morgan, 2009; Tackie, Findley, Barharanyi & Pierce, 2004) . Over the past 15 years, various researchers, including Cooperative Extension, have created or examined numerous leadership-development programs with the goal of enhancing community development and sustainability (Earnest, Ellsworth, Nieto, McCaslin & Lackman, 1995; Schauber & Kirk, 2001; Tackie, Findley, Barharanyi, & Pierce, 2004; Walker & Gray, 2009) . Increasingly, those sponsoring as well as those conducting such programs have expressed interest in ascertaining whether tests or assessment techniques exist to measure the effectiveness of leadership programs. A review of the relevant literature indicates that scant attention has been given to the development of an instrument specifically designed to test the impact of leadership development programs upon the leadership behaviors and practices of community leaders.
In 2004, the Extension agents conducting the Community Voices Leadership Development Program (CV) sought to assess the past effectiveness of their ongoing program. The CV program is a multi-year community leadership development program developed by the Cooperative Extension Program and other collaborators with funding from the W. K. Kellogg Foundation (Callaway, Arnold & Norman, 1993) . "The goal of the CV program is to increase the number of leaders in various rural, limited resource areas, including North Carolina, and to increase the leadership skills of those leaders to the extent that they become involved in community decision-making" (Walker & Gray, 2009) . As an initial phase of the CV program, several hundred community leaders in twelve counties in northeastern North Carolina were recruited to participate in a leadership program. Grouped by the communities they represented, these leaders met on a periodic basis over a six-month period. Each group chose a project they wished to promote in their communities, received training and input from various educational modules planned and implemented by the program providers, and then implemented to conclusion the project they had selected. The sponsors of the CV program wanted to know whether leadership training had an impact on leaders.
In 2005 as an initial step in assessing the impact of the leadership training developed and implemented through Extension, the researchers conducted a study of community leaders in northeastern NC who had participated in the CV program and of community leaders who had not. The study consisted of two components. First, the CV program participants took part in independent focus groups conducted by the researchers. Secondly, the researchers conducted one-on-one interviews of both CV program participants and non-participants. Nonparticipants of the CV program were included in the interviews to assure that leadership behaviors of community leaders were fully explored.
Purpose and Objectives
The purposes of the study were to determine the typical leadership behaviors or practices of rural leaders and the language they used to describe these behaviors or practices. Prompted by questions from the interviewers, the target population identified themes about leadership. The researchers theorized that if common leadership themes could be identified, an instrument measuring the effectiveness of leadership development programs could be developed. The information gathered from the focus groups and interviews and the implications of that information upon the potential development of an assessment tool are discussed below.
Methods
To understand fully the methods used in this study, a review of the fundamental aspects of focus groups and interviews is helpful. According to Krueger and Casey (2000) a focus group is "a carefully planned series of discussions designed to obtain perceptions on a defined area of interest in a permissive, nonthreatening environment" (p.5). Focus-group data collection is qualitative in nature and may provide the "big picture" about a construct, while interviews allow for greater exploration of the topic of interest, using open-ended questions followed by questions seeking more in-depth answers or clarification (Babbie, 2007; Creswell, 2003) . Used in tandem, both methods can help to identify variables to measure the construct of interest.
Focus groups provide insight about a topic of interest by allowing participants freedom to say anything they would like about the topic. The researcher is interested in the content, but also the meaning behind the words. Because focus groups are social in nature, the public aspect of the interaction shapes the data and the information obtained reflects the "combined local perspective" (Allen, GrudensSchuck & Larson, 2004, p. 2) . Participants are selected because of their similarity to other participants with a goal of producing an atmosphere where conversation is easy and ideas are not censored (Allen, et al, 2004) . Finally, focus groups work best when topics are of interest to the group, but are not "hot" topics; that is, topics that tend to create conflict.
Recently, focus groups have been used in the study of international agriculture and extension to examine the attitudes and beliefs of persons in Mexico (Tuttle, 2007) , Costa Rica (Dragon & Place, 2006) , the U. S. Virgin Islands (Mwaijande, Miller, Wailes, & Peterson, 2009) and the United States (Benavente, Jayaratne, & Jones, 2009) . The themes that emerge from focus groups may be the foundation for additional research.
While focus groups tend to reflect the perspective of the group, a qualitative interview reflects the perspective of an individual. "A qualitative interview is essentially a conversation in which the interviewer establishes a general direction for the conversation and pursues specific topics raised by the respondent" (Babbie, 2007, p. 306) . Interviewers may be "mining" for information while asking respondents to elaborate on a particular topic of interest through guided conversation (Babbie, 2007) .
Data Collection
As indicated, data were collected using both focus groups and interviews. During the spring/summer of 2005 Cooperative Extension agents organized two focus groups consisting of members of community groups who had participated in the CV program. The first focus group had 9 participants and the second had 15. Individual interviews were held with 12 leaders who had been active in their respective communities over time, some of whom had participated in the CV program and others who had not. None of the persons who were individually interviewed had participated in the two focus groups. The two data-collection methods were used to confirm that the focus group data represented the behaviors/practices of community leaders and that the CV participants were not presenting unique behaviors as a result of having gone through specific training. The focus groups and interviews followed a systematic interview guide with a focus on two broad areas: What influenced successful community leadership and what are the actions and behaviors in which rural community leaders are likely to engage?
A trained facilitator conducted the focus groups informally in comfortable settings, such as community centers located in the residents' home county (Miles & Huberman, 1994) . The facilitator was well-versed in community work, knew how to encourage participation from each person, and knew the goals of the project. During the focus group sessions, the facilitator created an atmosphere that encouraged participants to freely express different opinions and indicated that there were no "right or wrong" answers. The facilitator asked both focus groups the same questions with questions moving from general to more specific, such as "What would you like to see your community Journal of International Agricultural and Extension Education become in the future?" and "How are you able to get people to work with you on your vision for the community?" Focus groups lasted approximately 1.5 hours. All sessions were audio taped with the participants' consent. Transcripts of the sessions were produced. An abridged transcript of useful information that reflected behaviors or actions was made (Kruger, 1998) . A person not present at the focus group transcribed the audio tapes and the two researchers who were present during the focus group sessions compared the tapes with the transcripts (Kruger, 1998 Researchers conducted interviews of 12 people using an interview schedule of questions for each interview. Interviews were approximately one hour long. The same procedure used for the focus groups was used for the interview including audio taping the interviews, producing a transcript, defining useful information, and coding the transcript. Coders identified the behaviors or actions developed from the review of literature provided by the researchers.
The researchers used the qualitative data gathered from the focus groups and interviews to identify and confirm leadership themes. The data were content analyzed to identify the themes/best practices. The researchers compared these themes to the practices previously identified in the review of literature.
In order to assure the truthfulness of the results, control measures were implemented throughout the study. An external reviewer evaluated the methodology prior to implementation of the study and another external reviewer evaluated the raw data (transcripts), abridged transcripts, researcher notes, and the coded abridged transcripts (Given, 2008) . Abridged transcripts were read, analyzed, and coded independently by multiple researchers to ensure data accuracy. A total of 14 transcripts were coded using a number code for each leader. The external reviews and independent coding by the researchers provide an audit trail.
The theoretical framework for analysis of the data was Kouzes and Posner's (2007) leadership practices and behaviors. This framework was used because the research of Kouzes and Posner is based on a broad and geographically diverse sample of leaders (for a review of this work see Posner and Kouzes, 1988 , 1993 and Kouzes and Posner, 2007 ; it is widely used in adult education settings (Bolton & Spence, 2006; Earnest, et al, 1996; Long, 1991) ; and the practices and behaviors identified reflect many of the behaviors observed by the researchers as they work with adult leaders. The five key practices identified by Kouzes and Posner (2007) Leaders who challenge the process are innovative in their approaches to community projects; they are willing to experiment and take risks, always recognizing that they may experience failure and there may be barriers to innovation. Leaders understand that both failures and barriers require perseverance. They are willing to rethink approaches and seek new ways of doing things in search of best practices. They also stay informed so that as opportunities arise, they are positioned to take advantage of them (Kouzes & Posner, 2007) .
Inspiring a shared vision reflects the belief that leaders make a difference, that they are so passionate about their dreams for the future that they fire the imagination of others to share in that vision. Leaders who enable others to act seek to build strong collaborative efforts by getting people involved and building strong working groups of community citizens. They are both coaches and cheerleaders for the members of their community groups, always being mindful of the important contributions of each group member, and treating each person as a valuable member of the team. According to Kouzes and Posner (2007) leaders who model the way "establish principles concerning the way people (constituents, colleagues, and customers alike) should be treated and the way goals should be pursued. They create standards of excellence and then set an example for others to follow. Because the prospect of complex change can overwhelm people and stifle action, they set interim goals so that people can achieve small wins as they work toward larger objectives. They unravel bureaucracy when it impedes action; they put up signposts when people are unsure of where to go or how to get there; and they create opportunities for victory" (Kouzes and Posner, 2007, p. 4) . Leaders encourage the heart by keeping hope alive in their groups often in the face of disappointment and uncontrollable circumstances. To keep hope alive, leaders must recognize the contributions of individuals, celebrate accomplishments, and share the rewards of the groups' efforts. Leaders make people feel heroic.
These five practices served as the major categories (themes) under which related actions and behaviors from the transcripts were grouped. This grouping allowed the researchers to determine whether the practices and behaviors previously identified for persons in business organizations were mirrored by leaders working in community groups. A partial list of the practices of the leaders interviewed in this study and the outcomes they had achieved grouped according to Kouzes and Posner's (2007) framework is presented below (see Table 2 ). This list establishes that many of the interviewed leaders exhibited behaviors consistent with Kouzes and Posner's framework. 
Results and Findings
Challenging the Process For many leaders of community groups, challenging the status quo involved seeking leadership training for their group, as well as looking differently at the resources within the community, while looking both inside and outside their communities for resources. Leaders viewed leadership training as a resource. One leader explained that leadership training provided a turning point in his perceptions about himself and what his community could accomplish. He said, "It was in going through the training [community members] realized that they really did have something to offer and we really are leaders and these are some things that we can do to enhance our skills." He went on to say that as people from many communities got together for training they began to realize a sense of community. "Even though some of those folks knew each other or knew of each other they may not have interacted with each other the way they did while going through the training." He indicated that leaders began to realize the common issues that cut across communities and a new sense of community developed. He said that they realized the "resources that they had among themselves and the resources that they had in the community that they hadn't really thought much about" and that it pulled the community together and enhanced the leaders' leadership skills. The leadership training not only provided an opportunity to learn about leadership, but also gave community groups a chance to interact in ways in which they had not interacted previously resulting in a more cohesive community with members who were more aware of the resources in the community.
Another leader expressed the importance of finding appropriate resources for projects his community group had identified as their focus for the year. "After we know what we want to do, the next step is the resources. So [we] seek out the resources, not necessarily in the county, but outside the county too." One leader expressed this idea by saying, "What we found when we sat down and identified issues in the community and everybody gets on board, then they realized that we have resources right here and there are other resources that we need to find and [we] garnered those and went to work." Leaders recognized that resources may not be available in the rural counties in which they live, but they sought to remedy this problem by seeking resources elsewhere. One leader expressed this idea by saying, "The actual dollars to get the project done and pretty much most of the things that have been done have been a matter of getting grants outside the community, actual funding outside of the community."
Leaders also expressed the need for dedication and perseverance as they seek to address the needs within their communities. One leader expressed this idea by saying, "When you're planning something you can't give up, you have to keep pushing it." Many leaders recognize that they have not always been successful in their efforts and there are barriers, but they learned from those experiences. An example of this is expressed by a leader:
[There are] obstacles within communities for instance like transportation and being in rural areas and having access to resources. Even doing a survey or interview in a rural area can be a barrier. Trying to find an area to hold group meetings or get people together can be a barrier in a rural area. Staying informed allowed leaders to challenge the status quo and facilitate new approaches to community issues.
Inspiring a Shared Vision
Community leaders viewed shared vision as a critically import dimension of leadership. One leader who had recently organized a community group said, "Getting people to see that you're headed somewhere instead of staying in the same place [was instrumental in getting the group organized]." Another leader expressed the importance of a shared vision in this way: "A group or organization all has to have the same focus on what you're trying to work towards. And everybody has to be into it." One leader used an example to illustrate the importance of a shared vision for his community: "The community had a goal. They wanted their own building. …They brought the land. You have to want to do something. It doesn't take a lot to do something."
Leaders indicated that their groups established a mission statement and then set goals based on their mission. One leader who shared his groups' perspective indicated, "We saw how important a mission statement is and you should follow that and that's what you represent. Also about the vision and the goals that you set and that everybody plays a part. It's not an 'I' or a 'you' thing; it's a 'we.'" Leaders recognized that arriving at a shared vision was only one part of the process of moving their communities in the direction they wanted to go. Leaders developed formal plans of action. One leader explained this step. "Action plans had been written up and carried out. We set out goals and objectives of what we would do." Leaders indicated that arriving at a shared vision was a process starting with identification of the issues that particular group wanted to address. One leader expressed that idea by saying: "I would say that number one we realized that the only way you can get a problem solved is to identify the problem first." Leaders reported that the vision for the community came about as a result of conducting a needs assessment. One leader commented:
Basically when we started the CV training and going through the curriculum, one of the focuses [we] understood was we're going to have a project, one central thing that we're going to work on out of this. That kind of came with brainstorming discussions to focus on what our needs are. It really came out of a needs assessment of what do we have in our community, what do we need in our community. So that was basically the basis for it, kind of a needs assessment, brainstorming, and then also talking to other people in the community outside of the Community Voices group.
Leaders reported that their groups arrive at a shared vision through consensus. One leader said: "You will find that there will be several ideas that will be thrown out, but then they will just calmly come to a consensus without even listing what should come first, second, or third." Another leader explained the consensus approach in this way:
Well sometimes in a meeting if you had one group that thought one way and one thought another they could eventually see both of them were probably more on the same track than they had thought and maybe there wasn't as big a difference as they…had thought. They could buy into each other's philosophy or ideas. By continuing to expound on what they thought and how they felt about it and then they saw that there just wasn't that big a difference. It was just a matter of interpretation or how they were saying it.
Some community leaders expressed their visions in very broad terms, such as a leader who said, "And the vision is that if we can continue to empower people, we can have some economic development for our community." Other leaders talked about the vision of some community groups in very specific ways, such as the following leader's examples:
[The] initial project was actually getting a stoplight in that community, but it's a township and it's very small. It's probably a thousand [people] in the city limits or town limits...and there had been several accidents and fatalities in that area and that was one of the need [s] and they got all of the resources and made it happen. I think there were a lot of emerging leaders, but [they] did not consider themselves leaders, but [they] were anxious to make some things happen. They really got involved in that community and formed organizations. They have expanded and are continuing to do so. They have written and received several grants.... They have taken the concession stand and renovated that and added a community center. They have organized a 4H club, after school program, meals on wheels for senior citizens. They are a site for the local library and they have various programs throughout the year for the young people and senior citizens. They have monthly activities in addition to their meals program and tutoring....
Other leaders reported that their community groups had operated with a shared vision for some time. "We always had a shared vision. It's not just one person having a vision and 'do as I say.' It's always a 'we.' It's not an 'I' piece. It's always we." Other leaders reported that having a shared vision was something new. One leaders commented that "It's an attitudinal change when we hear the concept of shared vision…Community Voices really clues in on the fact that it has to be shared in order to work in a community."
Enabling Others to Act
Another dimension of leadership at the community level is enabling people to contribute their skills and abilities to community projects. Many leaders described various action plans implemented through community groups. Often the underlying focus was to help the community with issues, such as housing, education, or political action. One leader indicated that his community group "focused mostly on housing, some going on to homeownership. That was a good action plan." Other leaders had more politically oriented action plans. " [Our] community focused more on a political engagement.
[We] developed a plan where we would get someone on the town council etc., and that it would be a continuum." Other leaders thought the important aspect of the plan was group engagement. One leader's comment about his groups' action plan captures this idea: "Unless you can keep the group and the members fired, they will drift apart. So you must have something at all times that's working and something that everybody can be involved with."
Other action plans focused on volunteerism as a way to improve their communities. One leader said that her groups' goal was to get more parents involved in their children's activities. A community leader described the focus of her community group as, I see [community group name] as having a concern and trying to help families make a commitment to education, to focus on youngsters and some of these [youngsters] , went on to the Community College and a couple of them have gone to [a regional university] and another went to [a private college name]. These were families with children that were living in public housing and they will say that we really did a lot. We're still seeing the results [of our efforts]. Other leaders are primarily facilitators. One said, "My role is getting people together and helping them realize that they can get some things done and that they can be a leader."
Another leader saw her role as "number one is getting more people to be involved." Many of the community groups had gone through leadership training and referred to the training as they talked about the dynamics of their specific community group. One leader of a long standing community group said "Leaders see themselves as part of the team and not outside of the team with all the answers; seeing the group having more [of a] shared vision." One leader witnessed the development of a team and some of the activities of that group.
In the training sessions consensus was reached... by the participants as to their commitment to the training and with that consensus and commitment I could see more of the participants week by week becoming a part of a group that was less self-appointed or autocratic with leadership being from within the group or the communicating within the group....Some of the participants never had attended commissioners meeting [s] or a town board meeting, some of them began to do that.
Leaders were mindful of treating team members well and encouraging them to move forward with their community work. One leader said, "Everybody in the group must feel that they are important and they are contributing something." Another leader expressed it this way: "There's a certain amount of loyalty that a person develops [for the group]." Another leader said, "You got a few people that will work on anything you ask them to do. Let them go, let them do." Yet another leader expressed the idea this way: "So you need people that are willing to work, willing to meet people, love people, regardless of what kind of attitude they get from people." Many leaders expressed the concept of relationships of mutual trust and respect among the members.
Modeling the Way
Modeling the way is reflected in the behaviors of community leaders. To illustrate the importance of modeling behavior to develop future leaders, one leader used the following example of a man who had served on the town council:
I think he has been very influential in influencing other younger people....that he networks with who have become active politically and this is in a very small community, but they have run for town council and have been elected and I think that is a spin-off of his influence. I kind of suspect that the gentleman there, he and his wife that were participating in the Community Voices training, influences the community to attend the meetings and influences the younger people to become more active politically.
This leader believed that the elderly gentleman had high standards and that people mirrored his standards when they became involved in the work of the community.
One leader who has gone on to coach and mentor other leaders believes that one important aspect of community leadership is relationship building. She explains this as follows:
Building that relationship and understanding how you meet leaders where they are at their own field level and help them to really assess what their strengths are. What are their skills before one decides to help them with their areas of challenges or training needs and helping them to see where they are. I think that process helps them when they go back into their communities to say, 'What are the strengths in my community?' and then 'What are the needs in my community starting from a strength-based assessment?' I think that coaching leaders who then can go back and coach other parents and coach other leaders has been a great revelation in this program....Money may not be available, but pulling people together and saying 'how can we solve our problem?' I've seen a great deal of ... people taking ownership in their own communities. I think one of [the] greatest changes that I've seen is an understanding of how important coaching is in building relationships with leaders before you do anything.
Other leaders stressed the importance of networking. Leaders must know people in other leadership positions who can implement change. One person described a leader in her community as "an advocate for her community [who] has developed relationships with the town council and found out who her senator was in her community…She has now developed a relationship where she follows his agenda." Other leaders thought that modeling included being forthright about their leadership views. One leader said: "People know what I think about leadership because I tell them. They know I'm going to do what I say I'll do. You got to set the example. You can't expect people to follow if they got no idea where you're going."
Leaders recognize the value of interaction with other groups. Throughout the interviews and focus group sessions, leaders talked about networking. Because many of the leaders had gone through leadership training, they felt that the networking that resulted during the training and the relationships formed to enable collaboration after the training enhanced their community work. A leader said: "Because people came from [one end of the county to another] for the training, later on then that meant that those communities networked and were able to come together and bring good ideas together." The networking during leadership training led to subsequent discussions as illustrated by this leader's comment: " [We] saw where things would be improved in the community and [we] talked within the group and outside the group." As leaders mature in their community work, they may move to state leadership positions, resulting in a network that began locally now having a broader reach. One leader said: "Not only networking in the community, now they get to work together at another level, the state level."
Encouraging the Heart
Encouraging the heart is the final dimension of leadership behaviors identified by Kouzes and Posner (2007) . Leaders acknowledged the importance of recognizing people who help accomplish community goals. One leader's comments express this idea.
I let people know how important they are to the group. It's just as important that someone makes sure that the facility is available, open and set-up and accommodating as it is to have someone to get up in front of the group. I don't care how good a person you are in talking if you don't have someplace to take people to talk to them you still don't have anything. It's just as important to have somebody to sit at home and call around and make sure people come out because if you don't have anybody to talk to, then how effective are you going to be? Everybody has a role.
Leaders acknowledged the importance of annual ceremonies to recognize the good work of people in the community. "The one thing that they did was that they had reunions every year and brought people together. You feel a connection." One leader thought that bringing people together was as important as anything that she did because it made people feel good about their work in the community.
Bringing people out to participate and to be a part of building stronger communities and making things better and improving themselves encourages people. [People need to know] that we are all important, that we are all needed to make it work and people buy into it.
The leaders who were interviewed for this study thought that praising people for a job well done and routinely expressing appreciation and support to group members were important roles for leaders. One leader said it best when she said, "One of my most important jobs is to continue to nurture people to be leaders. Nurturing includes appreciation, recognition, and some at-a-boys along the way."
Conclusions and Implications
Although Kouzes and Posner's (2007) research focused on leadership in organizations, the content analyses of the focus groups and interview data from this study revealed a relationship between leadership practices and behaviors of the community leaders and the five themes developed by Kouzes and Posner (see Table 2 ). The themes that seem more closely aligned with the behaviors and practices of community leaders were Inspiring a Shared Vision, Enabling Others to Act, Modeling the Way, and Encouraging the Heart. The leaders were less likely to talk about ways in which they "Challenged the Process," but for each of the five practices, community leaders provided strong evidence that they engage in these behaviors as they work in their respective communities. Based on this study, one can infer that an assessment tool that measures a leadership program participant's understanding and acceptance of these behaviors would be an effective tool for measuring the impact of a leadership development program.
These findings provide a first step in the development of such an assessment instrument. The findings suggest that the Kouzes and Posner's instrument, the Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI) can be modified to become an assessment tool for use with community group leaders. Such an instrument would focus on the behaviors or actions of leaders in community settings and would enable program facilitators to measure the impact of their programs on the leaders they serve. The researchers have obtained permission from Kouzes and Posner to modify the LPI for use with community leaders and have undertaken to develop such an instrument. The modified instrument has been used and tested, but additional testing is required to assure that the modified instrument is psychometrically sound.
Recommendations
Additional studies of differences between community leadership in other regions and other countries would be helpful. Kouzes and Posner's (1988 , 1993 Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI) has been used in many countries and translated into several languages. A modified version of the LPI specifically reflecting behaviors/actions of community leaders could help Extension personnel and other leadership program developers in the US and other countries measure the impact of their programs as well as the development of leaders going through their programs over time. Additionally, specific factors that are unique to certain areas, such as geographical factors or proximity to large urban areas could be evaluated. Research is needed on the unique leadership needs for rural citizens that can be the foundation for program development through Extension or other community-focused groups.
